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Hooked on Phonics:
One Second-Grade Teacher's Perspective
BY JACLYN PASLASKI

I

am a second-grade teacher in Rochester, Michigan. Every year, parents ask me what I think about the
Hooked on Phonics program. In the past, I've found that I haven't been able to respond from a very informed
perspective. So that I could provide parents with specific information about the program, I decided to evaluate it. I share my thoughts here with interested readers.
•

What is Hooked on Phonics?
Hooked on Phonics: Learn to Read Deluxe ( Gateway
Learning Corporation, 2001) is a supplemental
phonics program that is designed to increase a child's
reading ability and self-confidence in minimal time.
It is intended for children ages 3-8 and there are
five learning levels in the program. The levels are
contained in separate color-coded boxes and are
sequential according to ability. Each level allows
children to move along a continuum. Before beginning the program, parents are encouraged to assess
their children by referring to the Complete Parents
Guide, a manual included with the program. The
guide takes parents along the continuum, directs
the assessment process, and explains how to place
children in the levels. Once placed, children work
in leveled workbooks. In the workbooks a similar
format for instruction is followed:

•

Lessons begin with an introduction to new
letters/sounds, taught through explicit
instruction using flashcards and an audiotape.

•

Lessons continue by taking the letters/sounds
and blending them to form recognizable
words in isolation and in stories.

Lessons provide an opportunity for children
to make words and review material taught in
previous lessons.

In Tables 1 and 2 (facing page) I describe the contents of each level and the concepts taught in each
level.

The nature of phonics instruction
in Hooked on Phonics
The authors of the National Reading Panel (2000)
write that the term phonics simply refers to various
approaches that enable learners to acquire sufficient
knowledge and use of the alphabetic code. They
explain that these approaches may include all or any
of the following:

•

Synthetic phonics: Children learn how to
convert letters or letter combinations into
sounds, and then how to blend the sounds
together to form recognizable words.

•

Analytic phonics: Children learn to analyze
letter-sound relationships in previously
learned words. They do not pronounce sounds
in isolation.

Jaclyn Paslaski is an early primary grade teacher at
University Hills Elementary in Rochester, Michigan. Jaclyn is
a graduate student in reading and language arts at Oakland
University. Through her academic and professional experiences,
Jaclyn has worked to strengthen and improve the literacy
skills of numerous children in her community and throughout
metropolitan Detroit.
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•

Analogy-based phonics: Children learn to use
parts of word families they know to identify
words they do not know that have similar
parts.

•

Phonics through spelling: Children learn to
segment words into phonemes and to make
words by writing letters for phonemes.

Table 1. Contents of Each Level
Level

•

Embedded phonics: Children are taught letter-sound relationships during the reading of
connected text. (Since children encounter different letter-sound relationships as they read,
this approach is not systematic or explicit.)

•

Onset-rime phonics instruction: Children
learn to identify the sound of the letter or

Contents

Level One

24 books, 2 musical audiotapes, flash cards, workbook
with 17 illustrated stories, interactive CD-ROM

Level Two

7 books, 2 musical audiotapes, flash cards, and workbook
with 12 illustrated stories

Level Three

7 books, 2 musical audiotapes, flash cards, workbook
with 9 illustrated stories

Level Four

6 books, 2 musical audiotapes, flash cards, workbook
with 7 illustrated stories

Level Five

6 books, 1 musical audiotape, flash cards, workbook with
4 illustrated stories
Table 2 Concepts Taught at Each Level
Level

Concepts

Level One

Uppercase and lowercase letter/sound recognition in
isolation, short vowel sounds, making words, onset and
rime, plural words, compound words, high frequency
words, and phonetically irregular words.

Level Two

Diagraphs, blends, high frequency words, phonetically
irregular words, and making words.

Level Three

Final stems (2-3 phonog-rams), common ending sounds
(ed, ing), phonetically irregular words, and making
words.

Level Four

Long vowel sounds, double vowel sounds, making
words, and phonetically irregular words.

Level Five

Double vowel sounds, phonetically irregular words, and
making words.
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letters before the first vowel (the onset) in
a one-syllable word and the sound of the
remaining part of the word (the rime).
The authors of the NRP note that the distinctions
between the above approaches are not absolute.
However, Stahl, Duffy-Hester, and Dougherty Stahl
(1998) observe that research has demonstrated that
there is a slight advantage for synthetic approaches
over analytic approaches.
The Hooked on Phonics program engages children
primarily in synthetic phonics activities, although it
does include activities that use analogy-based phonics, embedded phonics, and onset-rime phonics. In
addition, Hooked on Phonics is highly systematic and
explicit. There is direct instruction of a set of lettersound relationships in a clearly defined sequence.

Advantages and disadvantages
of Hooked on Phonics

•

A thorough grounding in letters, making sure
that children can identify both capital and
lowercase letters individually, in any order
(Stahl et. al 1998).
Many opportunities for children to apply
what they are learning about letters and
sounds to the reading of words, sentences,
and stories (NRP 2000).

•

Clear, direct instruction that is not boring
(Stahl et. al 1998).

•

Systematic and explicit instruction (NRP
2000).

•

Appropriate to the individual needs of students, based on assessment (NRP 2000)

Although the Hooked on Phonics program offers a
number of advantages for the consumer, in my view

10

Support for Hooked on Phonics
As a teacher, many parents of young children have
asked me about the research support for Hooked on
Phonics. A representative of the publisher for the
program did share with me, in conversation, that
they designed the program with a heavy reliance
on respected research in reading and that internal
research has documented the program's effectiveness.
A review of the materials suggests that the program
is indeed derived from research findings related to
phonics instruction.

Who Needs Hooked on Phonics?

The Hooked on Phonics program offers many
advantages. It provides readable, colorful, materials
that are appealing to both parents and children. It
provides a structured curriculum for the consumer, as
well as concrete instructions to follow. The program
also possesses many qualities that research considers
effective for phonics instruction:

•

there is one major disadvantage. That is, the program
relies on adult support and monitoring. The range
of individuals recommended for Hooked on Phonics
is 3-8 years old. Such young children will likely
need considerable assistance as they engage with the
program.

According to the publisher, Hooked on Phonics is
appropriate for all children ages 3-8. However, after
reviewing the Hooked On Phonics program, I believe
there are more guidelines to take into consideration
before purchasing the product for all children in this
age bracket. Most importantly, the product must be
appropriate for the individual learner, regardless
of age, and for the parent. In my view as a primary
grade teacher, the following children might benefit
from the Hooked On Phonics product:
•

Children who need a structured curriculum
for support in reading achievement

•

Children who need consistent, one-on-one
tutoring in reading instruction

•

Children with parents who have time to read
the materials, monitor their child's progress,
remain consistent, and assess achievement

•

Children with parents who have the funds
necessary ($300) to purchase the product

Concluding thoughts
Hooked on Phonics: Learn to Read Deluxe is an
innovative product that assists parents in engaging
their children in phonics instruction. It is a systematic, explicit, and mostly synthetic program that
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draws on reading research. It is one way for parents
to engage their children in home-based early reading
instruction.
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